FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
donkeys lying on the roadside. . . . Poor Smig was to be
pitied, for his sufede overcoat, bought as a bargain, tore
under the slightest strain, and the buttons were falling out.
His hat had ear-flaps and was lined with fur, but when it
snowed the dye from it streamed down his face and we teased
him, promising to buy him an umbrella at Lanchow.
On the following day the journey was agony. Some new
passengers succeeded in clambering on to the lorry—a soldier
who was abused by everybody, and a fat slut wearing a grey
felt hat like a mushroom. Everyone was cross.
Smig had, as usual vainly, tried to make us get up two
hours before we were due to start with a view to securing
good places. Now we sat at the back, choked with the dust
raised by the lorry. But a brand-new iron stove was fixed
close to where we were, so that we could hang our kettle-
teapot (the most precious and indispensable of all the objects
we carried) on it.
Nina was feverish. Smig, though he had lost his voice, was
fulminating against a Chinaman who, without realizing it,
was pushing him. Peter was simply "fed up" with the dust,
with his cramped position which made it impossible for him
to sleep. Then a catastrophe occurred. He broke the stem of
his pipe. But worse still was to follow. Suddenly, rounding a
turn, we lurched, and Peter, caught unawares, was thrown
into the air. I just managed to catch him in his flight and
plant him down beside us. I had saved his life. But he
complained that I had hurt him. . . .
The scene in the middle of the lorry was, however, still
funnier. Two of our fellow-travellers had got into a state of
complete exasperation with each other and come to blows.
Now they were at it with their fists, hammering each other's
faces till blood flowed. And I who had believed that in China
there was always a third party ready to prevent fighting as
an activity uaworthy of civilized people!
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